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It's a High-Yielding, Drouth-Resistant and 
W inter-Hardy Pasture Crop for Iowa
IT TOOK THE BLISTERING, hot, drouthy summers o f 1934 
and 1936 to get Iowa farmers 
interested in bromegrass as a 
pasture crop. In those years—  
and in o t h e r  hot, drouthy 
p eriod s— bromegrass pastures 
have been far superior to blue- 
grass.
Iowa farmers w h o  h a v e  
bromegrass pasture say that it 
will carry a half more to twice as 
many livestock per acre as blue- 
grass. C. Y. Cannon estimates 
that a bromegrass pasture at the 
dairy farm  of Iowa State College 
provides approximately a half 
more feed to the acre than blue- 
grass.
A  few farmers in western 
Iowa have fields o f bromegrass
25 to 30 years old. During 1934 
and 1936, Kentucky bluegrass 
pastures were ruined by the ex­
cessive heat and lack o f mois­
ture, but bromegrass pastures in 
the same communities came 
through the drouth with little or 
no permanent injury. Because 
o f this fine record, farmers dur­
ing the past 5 years have taken 
a real interest in bromegrass and 
during that time have greatly in­
creased its acreage.
We consider bromegrass^ (its 
scientific name is Bromus iner- 
mis) one of the most promising 
grasses for Iowa farms today. 
It’s not only drouth-resistant 
and high-yielding, but a winter- 
hardy, long-lived perennial that 
is highly palatable to all kinds o f
livestock. It is really not a new 
grass, though it is new to many 
I o w a  farmers. A  native of 
Western Asia and probably Cen­
tral Europe, it has been growing 
in the United States for nearly 
60 years. Other names by which 
bromegrass is known are awn­
less brome, smooth brome, Hun­
garian and Russian brome.
Bromegrass appears to be 
climatically adapted to much of 
the North Central Region from 
the Dakotas on the west to 
Ohio on the east. Iowa condi­
tions are favorable; bromegrass 
remains green throughout the 
summers and is not injured by 
our severe winters.
Bromegrass spreads rather 
rapidly by rhizomes (under-
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ground stems) to form  a sod. It 
has an extensive root system 
which goes into the soil 5 feet 
deep or more. The stems range 
from about 2 to 4 feet high. 
Plants are leafy, succulent and 
produce much palatable forage. 
Livestock eat bromegrass read­
ily even when it is nearly ma­
ture.
Seed are borne in large open 
panicles, similar to small grain 
heads and ripen in Iowa during 
the first 3 weeks in July. The 
seed are long, flat and chaffy, 
weighing usually from  12 to 14 
pounds to the bushel.
Bromegrass starts growing in 
early spring and continues until 
late in the fall.
Young bromegrass seedlings 
do not compete very well with 
weeds and rapidly g r o w i n g  
crops. On clean fertile soil, the 
plants develop and spread rapid­
ly, however, and a dense sod 
may be formed in 2 or 3 years.
In pure stands bromegrass 
often becomes unproductive or 
“sodbound.”  This condition re­
sults from a lack o f available 
nitrogen and usually may be pre­
vented by growing it with le­
gumes such as alfalfa, red clo­
ver or sweet clover. If it does 
become sod-bound it is rejuven­
ated by discing and applying 
manure or other fertilizer high 
in nitrogen.
Bromegrass produces the best 
results on deep, fertile loams 
and silt loams. Soils that are 
poorly drained, extremely acid 
or low in nitrogen and organic 
matter are not suitable. It has 
done well, however, on some 
sandy soils which are fairly fer­
tile. Bromegrass will endure 
short periods o f flooding and 
silting, but it will not withstand 
flooding for long periods.
Types or Strains
Brom egrass from  differ­
ent regions may vary a good deal 
as to plant type, leafiness, 
growth habits, rhizome develop­
ment, resistant to disease and 
seed producing ability. While at 
present there are not different 
varieties as we know them in 
other crops, several improved 
strains o f bromegrass have been 
developed in the United States 
and Canada.
Our experiments at the Iowa 
Station indicate that the best 
seed comes from  old Iowa fields 
planted some years ago or from  
fields more recently established 
with seed from  old Iowa fields. 
We have not tested strains from  
other regions adequately, but we 
believe that those from  Kansas 
and Nebraska may be well 
adapted to Iowa.
Canadian strains appear to be 
less productive than those de­
veloped in the Middle West. 
Bromegrass is sensitive to day 
length, and Iowa summer days 
are considerably shorter than 
those in Saskatchewan and other 
Canadian areas. This may ac­
count in part at least fo r the less 
favorable results obtained from  
the Canadian strains.
Preparing Seedbed
Brom egrass seedlings are 
somewhat slow in becoming es­
tablished. The seedbed should 
be moist, fine, firm ly packed and 
as iree from  weeds as possible.
Bromegrass may well be sown 
in the spring on fall-plowed land. 
On cornstalk land not plowed in 
the fall, or on old pastures, a 
thorough discing usually is pre­
ferable to plowing. Using the 
harrow and cultipacker follow ­
ing discing will aid in preparing 
a compact and fine seedbed. 
Cultipacking both before and af­
ter seeding often is helpful.
For fall seedings following 
small grain, the field should be 
plowed or disced thoroughly as 
soon as the grain has been re­
moved. This gets rid o f many 
weeds and enables one to get a 
good seedbed prepared by plant­
ing time.
About Seeding
T h e  best two times for 
seeding are as early in the spring
as the land can be prepared, and 
late summer, Aug. 15 to Sept. 10. 
The w e a t h e r  will determine 
whether spring or fall planting 
is best, but usually weeds bother 
less in the fall than in the spring. 
Seedings made later than Sept. 
15 may winterkill.
Bromegrass seed will germin­
ate rapidly if the soil is moist, 
and if it is planted from  Y2 to  %  
o f an inch deep. Failures to 
establish stands have been due 
in many instances to deep plant­
ing. Shallow seeding should al­
ways be practiced.
We recommend seeding brome­
grass in mixtures with legumes, 
rather than alone. When sown 
with alfalfa, sweet clover or red 
clover, 5 to 10 pounds o f seed 
per acre is used. The legumes, 
if inoculated, will add nitrogen 
to the soil and will tend to keep 
the grass from  becoming sod­
bound. Because o f the vigorous 
rhizome development, a scattered 
stand o f bromegrass will spread 
and cover the ground, form ing a 
thick sod within a few  years.
Method of Seeding
Farm ers sometimes have 
difficulty in sowing bromegrass 
because the seed is so light and 
chaffy. In the ordinary grain 
drill or seeder the seed bridges 
over and does not feed down 
through the spouts freely. Oats, 
barley or cracked corn are some­
times mixed with bromegrass in 
order to make it feed through 
the drill-spouts uniformly.
For early spring plantings 
bromegrass seed may be mixed 
with oats at the rate o f 1 pound 
o f bromegrass to 3 to 5 pounds 
o f oats. The oats will serve as a 
nurse crop which may be pas­
tured o ff in early summer or cut 
fo r hay. For late summer seed­
ings, where a nurse crop is not 
desired, cracked corn may be 
used or small grain that has been 
heated sufficiently in an oven to 
p r e v e n t  germination. Some 
farmers in western Iowa have 
used the newer grain drills 
equipped with agitators in the 
grain box and report good re­
sults without mixing in any 
other kind o f seed.
11
2
Farm Science Reporter, Vol. 3 [1942], No. 1, Art. 4
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/farmsciencereporter/vol3/iss1/4
Seed may be broadcasted with 
an endgate seeder or a Cyclone 
seeder, although an even distri­
bution and uniform depth is 
difficult to obtain. Going over 
the field twice in broadcasting— 
the second time at right angles 
to the first— aids materially in 
obtaining a good distribution of 
seed. The cultipacker should be 
used after seeding, and in some 
instances it may be necessary to 
use both the harrow and culti­
packer in order to cover the seed 
and make the ground firm.
Young bromegrass plants are 
small and grow rather slowly. 
The small grain nurse crop in 
spring seedings p r e f e r a b l y  
should be pastured o ff or cut in 
the early dough stage for hay. 
If many weeds are p r e s e n t  
they should be clipped early in 
t h e  summer. If rainfall is 
abundant, the weeds may need 
to be clipped two or three times 
the first season.
A s  a Pasture Crop
Brom egrass is one o f the 
most palatable grasses adapted 
to Iowa. Its carrying capacity 
is especially high when grown 
with alfalfa or sweet clover. 
Neither alfalfa nor bromegrass 
withstand continuous close graz­
ing without injury to the stand, 
so that a growth o f 6 to 8 inches 
should be maintained during 
most o f the season. 'Under­
grazing when growth is most 
rapid in May and June is not 
serious, for later on in midsum­
mer, when growth is slow, the 
more mature forage will be eaten 
readily.
To maintain a high level o f 
production through a period of 
years, legumes must be main­
tained with the bromegrass. The 
pasture müst be so managed 
that the alfalfa or clovers will 
not be overgrazed during the 
fall, or much winter injury will 
result. Heavy late fall grazing 
injures bromegrass so that it 
may result in markedly inferior 
pasture the following season.
When it is harvested in the 
early bloom stages bromegrass 
makes excellent hay. An alfalfa- 
brome mixture may be especially
This is a single plant of a tall, spreading type of bromegrass in the 
breeding nursery at Iowa State College. Plants like this will spread 
by underground stems until in time they cover all the ground.
useful as a hay-pasture combina­
tion on rotated cropland. The 
first year such a mixture will 
produce mostly alfalfa in the 
first crop, and the second crop 
might be used as pasture. In 
the second year the first crop 
could be used profitably for 
either hay or pasture, depending 
upon which is needed most.
Hay yields may range from  
11/2 to 3V2 tons per acre, the 
higher yield being obtained from  
two cuttings per season. Brome­
grass hay is considered approxi­
mately equal to timothy hay in 
feeding value.
Soil Conservation
W  here well a d a p t e d, 
bromegrass is excellent for re­
ducing soil erosion. The grass 
cover, coming on early in the 
spring, is valuable in holding 
water, and the thick mat o f roots 
and rhizomes aids in reducing 
soil losses on slopes and in 
waterways. Bromegrass a l s o  
withstands considerable silting 
without injury, g r o w i n g  up 
through the new deposit o f soil 
within a short period. It is an
excellent grass for terraces, 
drainage outlets and b u f f e r  
strips in strip cropping.
Seed Production
I n western Iowa, farmers 
have been growing bromegrass 
for seed for several years. With 
an increasing demand for locally- 
grown, well-adapted seed, this 
enterprise becomes highly im­
portant.
Seed yields range from  200 to 
600 pounds an acre, depending 
upon soil fertility, previous man­
agement and moisture. Abun­
dant rainfall in May and early 
June favors seed production. 
The price of seed from  dealers 
has ranged from  15 to 25 cents 
a pound during the last few 
years but probably will be lower 
as the crop is grown more ex­
tensively.
Clean land—free from  weeds 
— is one o f the first considera­
tions in seed growing. Clean 
cultivation, with special care to 
rid the field o f weeds for 1 or 2 
years before seeding the brome­
grass is desirable.
When approaching maturity
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the seed turns to a purplish 
color, and when completely ripe 
they are brown. The color and 
firmness o f the seed are import­
ant in determining when to har­
vest. Completely ripe seed are 
hard and stiff, but at the proper 
stage for binder harvesting they 
are firm and will bend but not 
crush easily when squeezed be­
tween the thumb and forefinger.
A grain binder may be used 
for harvesting bromegrass. It 
should be adjusted to make small 
bundles, bound rather tightly. 
Bundles will shrink greatly in 
drying and should be set up in 
small shocks to allow good air 
circulation.
Probably the most popular 
method o f harvesting will be the 
use of the newer small combines. 
Proper concave adjustment and 
the use o f a special bromegrass 
screen to remove pieces o f stem 
from the seed are important in 
threshing.
Another method of harvesting 
is by means o f farm-constructed
stripping machines built onto old 
binder frames. The reel is built 
so that the heads o f the brome­
grass are raked through teeth 
which are spaced closely enough 
together to strip the seed from  
the plants. A  hopper in place of 
t h e  binder platform apron 
catches the seed. Fairly clean 
seed has been harvested in this 
way.
When seed is harvested with a 
relatively high moisture content 
it should be spread in shallow 
layers on an open floor and turn­
ed frequently until completely 
dry. The viability o f the seed 
may be injured easily in storage 
if the moisture content is high 
enough so that the seed starts 
to heat.
We hope that a number o f 
Iowa farmers, especially in the 
western part o f the state where 
bromegrass does so well, will 
continue to be interested in pro­
ducing seed. As the acreage o f 
bromegrass expands, a good 
source o f high quality, well-
adapted seed is most important. 
The m ajority o f farmers in 
Iowa, however, will be interested 
in bromegrass because o f its 
value as a highly productive, 
palatable and most dependable 
pasture crop.
Sow Flax Early
Iowa farmers are likely to get 
the largest yields o f flax from  
early seeding. Tests during a 
11-year period by the Iowa Sta­
tion, from  1931 to 1941, inclu­
sive, uniformly g a v e  larger 
yields from  early seeding.
It has been found that treat­
ing the seed with dusts will in­
crease the yield if the seeding is 
early. For late seeding, treating 
the seed does not seem to make 
much difference.
Comparisons were made o f 
flax yields following sugar beets 
and corn. The flax following 
corn produced about twice as 
much as that following sugar 
beets in the station tests.
These cows are feeding on the bromegrass pasture at the Iowa State College Dairy 
Farm. Bromegrass pastures have a distinct advantage over bluegrass in years of 
drouth, probably largely because bromegrass is much deeper-rooted than bluegrass.
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